Butler University

Digital Commons @ Butler University
Graduate Scholarship and Professional Work

Graduate Scholarship

2022

For the Love of Lighthouses
Sara Anne Hook
Butler University, shook@butler.edu

Peter Manting
The Sable Points Lighthouse Keepers Association

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/oa_grscholarship
Part of the Other History Commons

Recommended Citation
Sara Anne Hook & Peter Manting, "For the Love of Lighthouses," History News 71, no. 1 (2022): 25 - 30

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate Scholarship at Digital Commons @ Butler
University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Graduate Scholarship and Professional Work by an authorized
administrator of Digital Commons @ Butler University. For more information, please contact
digitalscholarship@butler.edu.

History News
VOL. 77, #1, 2022

The MAGAZINE of the 

AMERICAN ASSOCIATION for STATE and LOCAL HISTORY

Teaching

BURIED
HISTORY
Centering
Untapped
COMMUNITIES

Resilient
Museum
Strategies

LIGHTHOUSE
PRESERVATION

For the
Love of

Lighthouses
By Sara Anne Hook and Peter Manting

BILL BAKER

PETER MANTING

I

rish playwright George Bernard Shaw once said, “I
can think of no other edifice constructed by man as
altruistic as a lighthouse. They were built only to
serve.” The Sable Points Lighthouse Keepers Association
(SPLKA) operates, manages, and maintains four lighthouses in small towns along Lake Michigan: White River
Light Station, Little Sable Point Lighthouse, Big Sable
Point Lighthouse, and Ludington North Breakwater
Lighthouse. Lighthouses are a specialized category of
historical property and pose unique challenges for their
boards, members, volunteers, supporters, and local communities. Their particular needs, adaptations, uses, and
locations require creative and knowledgeable management so these beacons of maritime history can keep shining and welcoming visitors.
SPLKA’s lighthouses are located on the Michigan side
of Lake Michigan (between Muskegon and Ludington)
and are over one hundred years old. However, SPLKA
as a formal organization has only been in existence
since 1987. The responsibilities of restoring and managing four historic lighthouses on the shores of western
Michigan are demanding, but very rewarding as well.
SPLKA has seven talented staff members, including

Above: Night at the Lights

concert at Little Sable
Point Lighthouse.
Right: Big Sable Point

Lighthouse and keepers’
quarters, where volunteer
keepers live in summer.
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Inset: An 1892

gathering at White
River Light Station.

SPLKA

Left: SPLKA
volunteers give
tours, maintain
structures, and
serve as summer
live-in keepers.

maintaining historically accurate buildings and structures on our lighthouse properties.
3. To provide educational opportunities for guests,
SPLKA members, and children to learn the history of
our lights and their importance in maritime history.
In 2018, SPLKA was awarded the Governor’s Award for
Historic Preservation for our lighthouses, and we welcomed
42,580 visitors in 2021, who not only visited but also climbed
one of the lighthouse towers.

Lighthouse History

two professional historians, and has a board of seven. Thus,
we rely on our volunteers for many tasks, including helping
with maintenance and repair, greeting visitors, giving tours,
cleaning, and even living onsite at a lighthouse! The association has grown from a handful of local Ludington residents
to 725 individual members currently, many of whom sign up
for one or more of the weeklong shift positions as volunteer
lighthouse keepers/residents during the busy tourist season.
Volunteers may be members of various committees and give
presentations at schools about our lighthouses, and many will
serve multiple times as keepers during the summer. Three of
the lighthouses offer lodging for the weekly volunteers. At
Big Sable Point Lighthouse, as many as four couples may be
residents in the same cozy keepers’ quarters at once, enjoying
a convivial experience.
Our mission is to preserve, promote, and educate the public about our lighthouses and make them accessible to all.
SPLKA’s Strategic Plan for 2019-2023 encompasses three
goals:
1. To ensure the availability of funding for operations,
restoration, and additional projects.
2. To confer with restoration/maintenance staff
in planning, obtaining permits, and building/
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Throughout the centuries, lighthouses have played an
important part in the spiritual and navigational needs of mariners. The world’s first lighthouse, the Pharos of Alexandria
in Egypt, dates from around 280 B.C. The first lighthouse
on the Great Lakes was built by the British at Newark (now
Niagara-on-the Lake), with its light activated in 1804. The
second light established on the Great Lakes was the Gibraltar
Lighthouse in 1808, located on the Toronto Islands. This
lighthouse is still standing, making it the oldest light on the
Great Lakes. In 1825, Fort Gratiot Lighthouse was built on
Lake Huron to mark the entrance into the St. Clair River,
officially becoming the first lighthouse in Michigan.
In the 1840s, a new revolutionary type of lens designed by
August Fresnel was adopted as the standard lighthouse lens
throughout the world, often referred to as “the invention
that saved a million ships.” This new design could extend a
lighthouse’s reach many miles out to sea, providing ample
notice of either danger or safe harbor. In its simplest form,
the Fresnel lens is a barrel-shaped array of lenses encircling
a light source. The lens can magnify and concentrate visible
light, incorporating multiple catadioptric prisms and providing many possibilities for individual flash patterns.
The Fresnel lens design was eventually refined into eight
types or orders, with each order featuring a standard focal
length, which is the distance from the center of the light
source (focal point) to the lens. The First Order lenses,
which stand over twelve feet tall, were reserved for use in

Our Lighthouses

TODD REED

SPLKA’s four lighthouses date from 1867
to 1924. Each of our lighthouses is different
in terms of size, shape, materials, colors, and construction.
These differences allowed historic and contemporary sailors
on Lake Michigan to determine their locations during the
daytime, as the shape and how the tower is painted determine
what is called a lighthouse’s “daymark.” The “night mark”
refers to different beacon light signals, which are unique to
each lighthouse, that help mariners navigate in the darkness.
The design and floorplan of each of the lighthouses is
quite different. SPLKA’s main museum is on the second floor
of the tower at White River Light Station. The collection
at White River is owned mostly by Fruitland Township and
includes many unique items, including a life ring from the
SS Edmund Fitzgerald, a breeches buoy with the cannon and
rope set, family items, and tools and instruments that keepers
would have used. Hands-on activities such as practicing nautical knots, a simulation of carrying the oil
up the tower to refill the lamp, and visiting
the keeper’s workshop are part of the White
River Light Station experience. Big Sable
Point Lighthouse has a small museum with
artifacts, lighthouse models, and historical
photographs throughout the building. Fewer
items are featured at Ludington North

Breakwater and Little Sable because they are
essentially just towers, and there is limited space
or security for more than a handful of items
mounted onto tower walls.
The White River Light Station was built in
1875, just four years after the Great Chicago
fire. A channel was dug in 1870 between Lake
Michigan and White Lake to facilitate access
for lumber schooners, and passengers also traveled on steamships from Chicago to enjoy the
summer resort activities in the White Lake area.
This beautiful lighthouse, with its brick exterior
and lovely grounds, was decommissioned in
1960 and opened its doors as a museum in 1970
under the ownership and management of Fruitland Township,
Michigan. The curator for White River Light Station lives
in the cozy keeper’s quarters and a museum is located on the
second floor of the tower, which features the original Fourth
Order Fresnel lens.
The spectacular Little Sable Point Lighthouse is located
in Silver Lake State Park. Tall and elegant, the 1874 tower
stands alone at the base of Lake Michigan. Measuring a
hundred and fifteen feet tall, the tallest lighthouse on the
Great Lakes, Little Sable Point still retains its original Third
Order Fresnel lens. In 1954, electricity was installed at the
light station. Having no need for keepers, the Coast Guard
disassembled the one-and-a-half story keeper’s dwelling and
auctioned off the building materials to the highest bidders. In
2010, thanks to a Federal Coastal Zone Management grant,
the “Pathways to Illumination” project was completed. This
well-paved route leads
through what once was
a steep dune that inhibited many visitors from
making it to the light.
This makes the Little
Sable Point Lighthouse
SPLKA’s most accessible
site, welcoming around
18,000 visitors per year,
many of whom climb the
tower for extraordinary
views of the surrounding
forest, sand dunes, and Lake
Michigan.
Nestled among pine
trees, just a quick two-mile
walk along a breathtaking
trail, stands Big Sable Point
Lighthouse’s noble black
and white tower. At over one
hundred feet tall, this historic
beacon is a huge attraction for
Ludington State Park. The
Above: Little Sable Point

Lighthouse, built in 1874.
SPLKA

taller coastal saltwater lighthouses. Only the
smaller Second, Third, Third-and-a-half,
Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Orders were used
in lighthouses on the Western Great Lakes.
Once the lights were converted from kerosene to electric operation, the Coast Guard
could maintain them without keepers. In
1949, the Coast Guard began phasing out
lighthouse keeper positions as each of the
lights was electrified.

Left: White River Light Station,

home of SPLKA’s main museum.
aaslh.org
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lighthouse dates from 1867 and includes
a comfortable and spacious suite for volunteer keepers, a gift shop, and small
museum. Access to the lighthouse is either
through the dunes or via walking along
the Lake Michigan shoreline. Depending
on the water level of Lake Michigan, visitors may be able to spot the remains of an
unknown shipwreck. When the remains
are visible, it is typically only a few roughhewn pieces of wood, so it is impossible
to determine which ship of the many that
have sunk on the lake this might have been.
Just down the shore from Big Sable
stands the Ludington North Breakwater
Lighthouse, another part of SPLKA in
partnership with the City of Ludington.
It is situated in the channel leading into
Ludington and next to the Coast Guard
Station and sandy beaches. This 1924 light
is open for tours and tower climbs and has
a vibrant green light. The lighthouse is
at the end of a half-mile walk down the pier and is exquisite
in its design. This is the lighthouse that I remember visiting
as a kid and where I happened to notice a SPLKA brochure
and became a member. Volunteer keepers are welcome at this
light and enjoy living accommodation within Ludington State
Park. One of the most popular things to do in Ludington is to
watch the arrival and departure of the SS Badger, which traverses Lake Michigan heading to Manitowoc, Wisconsin, carrying passengers, vehicles, and freight between the two cities.

Preserving and interpreting lighthouses has many
concerns in common with work on other historic
properties, particularly small rural museums, but also
many differences that challenge boards, members, and
communities. All four of SPLKA’s lighthouses are in
small towns, rather than large cities, and these towns
are primarily summer resort communities. Ludington,
Michigan, the location of two lighthouses, has just
over 8,000 residents. Mears, Michigan (Little Sable
Point Lighthouse), has 1,500 residents, and White
River Light Station, located in Whitehall, Michigan,
has a population of 2,700 residents. The closest city to
SPLKA’s lighthouses is Muskegon (population under
40,000), with Grand Rapids, Michigan, about a hundred
miles from Ludington. That’s not a large pool from
which to draw volunteers. Fortunately, our volunteers
travel from other states, such as South Dakota, Ohio,
Indiana, and even further afield to spend a week or two
as residential keepers. The seasonality of our location
also affects visitation: we are closed for much of the
year, meaning that we lose momentum from late fall
until late spring, although we tried to stay open later in
October 2021.

Northern winters on the lake mean inhospitable conditions and
no visitors.

Unlike many historic houses or buildings, no one famous
lived in or visited our lighthouses so we can’t rely on big
names to draw visitors. Lighthouse keepers are the unsung
heroes of maritime history, and they faced incredible challenges in operating the maintaining the lights, especially
during the 1800s and early 1900s. On the other hand, it is the
stories of these keepers and their families, ordinary people
doing extraordinary things, that mesmerize our visitors and
build support for our organization’s activities.

U.S. COAST GUARD

Challenges

“The seasonality of
our location also affects
visitation: we are closed
for much of the year.”

The personal stories of lighthouse keepers and their essential
work have inspired generations of visitors.
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Another big difference is our location and accessibility.
Many historic homes are easy to get to, located in either
urban areas or on well-maintained sites near main roads. Our
lighthouses are right on the beach and can be difficult for
casual travelers to happen upon, although the websites for
visitors to Ludington, Mears, and Whitehall provide excellent
information and maps. Lighthouses were built in a certain
way for a specific purpose, and can be uncomfortable places
for modern visitors. Where other sites could potentially
build ramps, retrofit facilities, add elevators, and make other
accessibility changes, it’s a different story for the tall, cramped
lighthouses. The more hospitable keepers’ quarters were
often demolished after lighthouses electrified and no longer
needed humans constantly onsite. Many historic buildings
have built restroom facilities for guests or have a visitor center
nearby. At our lighthouses, the options are either a primitive
outhouse or a walk along the pier to the nearby concession
stand. All of this helps visitors gain an appreciation for what
life must have been like for lighthouse keepers, but can
understandably be a deterrent.
A special feature of lighthouses is their towers, and most
visitors want to experience the climb and the spectacular
views from the top. However, there are no elevators, and it
might not be possible for those with mobility challenges,
claustrophobia, fear of heights, or very young children to
make the climb. Our lighthouses do not easily accommodate
wheelchairs or other assistive devices. We have commissioned a series of virtual video tours of the lighthouses. Two
interns recently completed a video tour of Little Sable Point
Lighthouse, which provides visitors who are not able to go
inside the lighthouse to experience what it would be like to
climb the tower.

Current Initiatives and
Future Challenges
Like many nonprofit organizations, SPLKA is facing several challenges in the twenty-first century. We need to attract
new members, volunteers, and donors, as well as people to
serve on our committees and our small board. We especially
need volunteers who can live at the lighthouses for a week
or two and who need to climb towers, tend to basic maintenance, and handle cleaning. Like other historic structures,
lighthouses are expensive to operate and maintain, so we
are always looking for ways to encourage and inspire our
donors. The finance committee recently established a Keeper
of the Lights Legacy Society to recognize those who have
made provisions for SPLKA in their estate plans, including
bequests, gifts of securities, or as beneficiary of a life insurance policy. Our Executive Director applies for as many
grants as possible, but his disappointment was palpable when
he reported recently that SPLKA was one of over four thousand submissions for a substantial grant, out of which around
two hundred organizations received funding. Happily, we
have been able to split a staff position into two positions: one
for marketing, including operating the online and onsite gift
shops, and one for operations who will be able to spend more
time coordinating and training volunteer keepers.
The COVID-19 pandemic has been detrimental to our visitation, revenue, and programming. SPLKA depends on sales
from its gift shops, including its online site, but supply chain
issues due to COVID have reduced the inventory of our most
popular items. Income declined during the most restrictive
times of COVD because visitors were not able to climb our
lighthouse towers, for which we charge a modest fee. Some
of our most popular events, such as concerts at the lights and
bus days, were cancelled or curtailed because of COVID.
Fortunately, a more robust set of events was scheduled for
2021, including participation in the Blessing of the Boats,
concerts, and bus days, and we are optimistic about visitor
opportunities in 2022. The board and staff recently developed
a sensible COVID-19 policy regarding vaccines, balancing
the need to keep everyone safe with wanting to have the lighthouses open.
Preservation, restoration, and maintenance of lighthouse
properties and grounds must be conducted in accordance
with a variety of federal, state, and local requirements, as
well as guidance from the National Park Service’s Historic
Lighthouse Preservation Handbook and the Secretary of the
Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation. SPLKA is fortunate
to have a Restoration and Maintenance Supervisor on its staff
who is not only knowledgeable about all these regulations,
but who is able to make many of the necessary repairs himself,
along with the help of volunteers. As a member of the maintenance and restoration committee, I have an even greater
appreciation for what is involved in keeping the lighthouses
safe and in good condition.
Maintenance and restoration are continual activities for
structures that sit on the coast of Lake Michigan, where
Left: Lighthouse keepers are the unsung heroes of maritime history.
aaslh.org

29

PHILIPPE D./UNSPLASH

winter weather, summer humidity, rising lake levels, sand,
and wind can play havoc with our lighthouses. For example,
we lost solar panels at one lighthouse in a recent storm and
our committee is making a recommendation for a replacement generator, which will be costly. A sign and a flowerpot
disappeared from the White River Light Station in what
was likely a teenage prank, which resulted in a discussion
of whether security measures were needed. Pitting on the
roof of Little Sable caused consternation, until older drone
footage indicated that these indentations had been there for
several years. One of our committee’s other activities is to
arrange for a historic structure report for Big Sable, which
is expensive, and we already know that we need to have the
steel cladding on its tower replaced. Supply chain issues due
to COVID have also meant an increased cost for materials,
a longer waiting period when ordering equipment and parts,
and delays in obtaining the services of contractors.
Environmental issues impact SPLKA because of our remote
lakeside locations. One issue, particularly with Big Sable, is
that the sandy road through Ludington State Park to access
it may be impassable due to snow, standing water, or drifting sand as well as other factors. High water levels on Lake
Michigan caused flooding in the basement of Big Sable, beach
erosion, and damage to the seawall. Low lake levels have also
had a negative impact on summer visitation. When the water
is too shallow for boats to leave the docks, visitors to the area
may make other plans for their summer vacations. Providing
reliable and secure internet and cell phone service to the lighthouses and the keepers’ quarters is an additional challenge.
Because education, including K-12 school groups, is one of
SPLKA’s three strategic goals, we have a robust set of materials and activities for students and lifelong learners of all
ages. We offer a monthly online quiz where visitors can test
their knowledge about the features and history of our lightJIM HARDIE

Lighthouses have unique preservation needs, but also face the
same hazards as other historic structures.

houses. In addition to publishing a Lighthouse Activity Book,
SPLKA’s website includes a packet of thirty pages of fun
activities for grade-school children to learn about Big Sable.
Special tours are offered for school groups, many of which
correspond to our lesson plans that comply with Michigan’s
standards for science, history, and language arts. Lesson plans
cover such diverse topics as shipping on the Great Lakes,
accidents and rescues, Morse code, Fresnel lenses, and Lake
Michigan shipwrecks. SPLKA’s website includes virtual video
tours of our lighthouses and our Facebook page contains
snippets of interesting information and images as part of
Throwback Thursdays. Ongoing projects include organizing
and digitizing SPLKA’s archives collection, especially any
daily logs written by our keepers, which are a rich source of
primary research material, and regularly rotating and refreshing our exhibits, especially our artifacts at the museum at
White River Light Station.
Architect Frank Gehry said, “In the end, the character of a
civilization is encased in its structures.” If you have fallen in
love with lighthouses like we have, here are some actions that
you can take to support them.
1.

Advocate for lighthouse restoration and preservation as
an essential part of America’s maritime history.

2.

Join a lighthouse organization (dues are usually minimal)
and consider the ways that you might provide expertise
or resources for its programs and activities.

3.

Visit websites and social media sites for lighthouses and
“like” and share the links through your own social media.

4.

After you visit a lighthouse, post photographs to your
social media accounts.

5.

Step back in time and become a lighthouse keeper. We’ll
leave the lights on for you!
Sara Anne Hook has been a member of SPLKA for many
years and was recently elected to its Board of Directors.
Contact Sara at shook@butler.edu.

Volunteers building the performance deck outside the Little Sable
Point Lighthouse.
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Peter Manting is the Executive Director of SPLKA.
Contact Peter at splkadirector@gmail.com.

